Reverse transcriptase activity for quantitation of HIV-1 subtype C in plasma: relation to RNA copy number and CD4 T-cell count.
The present study monitored the changes in human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) viral load using a reverse transcriptase (RT) assay and an HIV-1 RNA based assay, and relates these data to the dynamics of CD4 cell counts. The samples examined originate from a prospective study of HIV-1 subtype C infected, untreated Ethiopians followed twice yearly over a period of up to 5 years. The ExaVir Load test, version 1, was used for isolation and quantitation of HIV-1 RT in plasma. The RT activities recovered were compared to the HIV-1 RNA copy numbers, which had been determined previously by the NucliSens HIV-1 QT Test. There was a significant correlation between the data obtained in the two tests (r = 0.65, P < 0.0001). During follow-up, the median RT and RNA levels increased more or less in parallel up to approximately four times the values at admittance. CD4 cell counts, which had also been determined previously, decreased slowly but continuously from approximately 310 to 190 CD4 cells/ml. In the majority of individual patients, there was an inverse correlation between CD4 T-cell counts and RT activity, and with the RNA copy number, and the data obtained by either test could be used to predict CD4 T-cell counts. The ExaVir Load test thus provides data equivalent to the estimation of the number of HIV-1 RNA copies for the prediction of CD4 T-cell counts. It is based on a simple technique, can be run in any routine diagnostic laboratory, and is a competitive alternative for use in resource limited settings.